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of all evidence that the commission of crimes must have been relatively more
common than now. And when the circumstances are taken in relation with
the many then related, respecting the habits of the people, their amusements,
the songs, the clubs, the want of schools, and the Lancasterian and National
schools, no doubt can remain on the subject,30
Place remembered vividly the London of his youth, and he was an
indefatigable student of the literature which throws light on the man-
ners of the earlier part of the century - largely of the Newgate Calendar
type. As for the Report, the general agreement that crimes were 'much
less atrocious than formerly* speaks for itseE Townsend, the famous
Bow Street runner, like Sir Nathaniel Conant, thought crimes were
fewer:
I am astonished, considering the times. Now, for instance, what was expected
[after the peace]? That there would be knocking down and this and that and
t'other.... With respect to cruelty in robbery, such desperate things as we
had formerly, there is not a thing to be compared,
Romilly exposed the often repeated fallacy that an increase in convic-
tions meant an increase in crime.
The conclusion to be drawn from a careful analysis of the Report of
1816, together with the evidence of the Old Bailey Sessions Papers, and
much contemporary literature, is that there had been a change in man-
ners and in the nature of crime comparable with, and closely related to,
the changed attitude towards the penal code. How great this change had
been is hard to realize in face of the opposition met with by Romilly
and the other reformers who attempted to mitigate the barbarities of
the laws.
In the early part of the century the forces of disorder and crime had
the upper hand in London, subject to the extreme ferocity of the law on
the comparatively rare occasions when a conviction was secured. The
expenses and difficulties of prosecution, the uncertainties of the law,
resulted in a dreadful vindictiveness. In 1739 when two men were
executed on Kennington Common for a so-called highway robbery - a
trifling theft without violence - the prosecutor *rode at the tail of the
cart, jeering them and insulting them all the way'-31 The brutality of
the age and the sense of insecurity were reflected in demands for yet
more sanguinary punishments. The writer of a pamphlet called Hanging

